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shoemaker in a good way of business, and already well on in the social
scale, being Chairman of the Town Council and an ex-churchwarden.
It was indeed the age of the social ascent of the middle class, both in
England and on the Continent, and the same tendencies to betterment of
position mark the history of either sphere. Elizabeth Van den Hove,
the mother of the future Saint, had relatives which included a cardinal
and military officers of rank among their number. Of the five children
of the Berchmans family, three entered the religious state, John and
Charles in the Society of Jesus, and Adrian as an Augustinian. The
fourth son, Bartholomew, became a soldier. John, who was of a very
happy disposition, received the first part of his education at the elementary
school of his native town. Although quite free from affectation and any
precocious signs of " piety," he was already, even at this early age, remark-
able for his devotion to the Holy Mass and the rosary.
The long illness of his mother, which began about this time, also gave
him a wide field for the exercise of patience and charity, and as many
hours of each day as could be spared from school attendance and other
duties, were devoted to soothing the sufferings of the bed-ridden invalid.
The period from about October, 1609, to August, 1612, was spent by
young Berchmans at Tongerloo, as pupil of a Canon Emmerick who
prepared boys for the priesthood. Though John has been described by
pessimistic biographers as not clever, he was brilliant enough even at
this time to write Latin verses which many an older and riper scholar
might envy! He also manifested considerable histrionic ability, and in
the more or less " mystery plays " which the boys at Canon Emmerick's
" Academy " acted at Shrovetide, Christmas and other festivals, young
Berchmans distinguished himself in such leading parts as that of
" Daniel " to the " Susanna " of a fellow-pupil
It was in or about 1612 that the great crisis in John Berchmans' life
occurred. For some time past his father's trade had been declining, while
the mother's long illness had been a serious drain on the family purse.
It seemed necessary therefore that the eldest son should follow some
trade! But the son and heir in this case was a student, and destined to
remain one, and we know that such people may try their hands at fifty
trades or professions and make nothing of any of them! Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, though he wrote marvellous Greek verses at Cambridge,
utterly failed as " Silas Tomkyn Comberbach " to grasp even the ele-
mentary drill of the awkward squad of the ^th Light Dragoons at the
Reading barracks, and King George III had soon to be relieved of his
bad bargain! Eventually the bookish John was allowed, and wisely so,
to continue his studies, first under a priest named Timmerman, and then
with a Canon Froymont at Mechlin. While with the Canon, who seems